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ABSTRACT 



The Antarctic continent holds a vast economic potential in both 
renewable and non-renewable resources. Therefore, the sovereignty 
of the continent, and in particular the Antarctic peninsula and 
Weddell Sea areas, has been a key issue between the two Southern 
Cone nations of Argentina and Chile for hundreds of years. Currently 
these two nations, along with Great Britain, have overlapping claims 
in the region. This thesis examines the geopolitical and historical 
claims of these and other nations, along with the current and 
potential mechanisms that are designed to regulate the region. It 
will also evaluate the potential for conflict in the future over the 
disputed region and examines current U.S. interests. It concludes 
that the United States should make every effort to maintain the 
current Antarctic Treaty System. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 



The Antarctic continent is unique not only because of its vast 
starkness and relative isolation, but also because of its special 
multinational governing regime and its potential economic 
significance. It is the only continent upon which no nation is 
sovereign. There are seven nations which have territorial claims to 
sectors of the continent and three of these overlap. Each nation has 
its own justification for occupation of the continent, however, these 
reasons can be categorized into two main groupings: fulfillment of 

geopolitical goals, or economic aspirations. 

Since the early 19th century, for example, the insular regions of 
the South American continent have been an area of strong contention 
between Argentina and Chile. On more than one occasion Argentina 
and Chile nearly became involved in armed conflict over the 
disputed Beagle Channel. Numerous attempts at a diplomatic 
solution to the problem were tried, but all failed. It was not until 
1984 that the two countries finally resolved their contention over 
the Channel through ratification of the Peace and Friendship Treaty, 
arbitrated by the Holy See. In 1982, unable to resolve their 
differences diplomatically, Argentina chose to engage Great Britain 
in a war over control of the Falkland Islands group, which resulted in 
a humiliating defeat for the Argentine forces and proved to be the 
undoing of the Galtieri regime. The annexation of the Malvinas had 
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always been a geopolitical goal of Argentina. But, with its failed 
attempt to acquire the island group and its resultant tenuous 
relationship with Great Britain, Argentina had no foreseeable 
opportunity to resolve the dispute through diplomatic means. 

The Falklands/Malvinas Island group was not the only area of the 
South Atlantic where contention existed. In the early part of the 
twentieth century, Argentina, Chile and Great Britain all laid claim to 
essentially the same sector of Antarctica. The Antarctic Treaty of 
1959, which initially involved twelve nations, did not resolve the 
sovereignty issue between Argentina, Chile, and Great Britain but 
rather placed the issue on hold until some future date. Meanwhile, 
all three nations, plus the other four countries with sovereignty 
claims in the region, have taken advantage of the lull by attempting 
to further legitimize their claims through the establishment of 
permanent bases on the continent. 

Currently the potential for conflict in the area is low, but the 
potential will exist as long as the three nations with overlapping 
claims continue to position themselves for an eventual play for 
outright sovereignty of the disputed sector of the Antarctic continent. 
This thesis will discuss the historical background that has led to 
tensions in the region and will focus on the geopolitical and economic 
aspects of the issue as the two main reasons for a possible future 
confrontation between some combination of Argentina, Chile and 
Great Britain in the South Atlantic region. 
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II. THE ANTARCTIC TREATY 



A. HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 

As with any geographic region of the world, the Antarctic has an 
historical dimension that is relevant and important to the acquisition 
of a working knowledge of the problems and issues of the area. 
These issues have gained in importance and intensity since the 
Antarctic's tentative discovery during Captain Cook's voyage of 
1772-1775. Prior to this voyage there had been some speculation of 
another, yet undiscovered, continent existing in the Southern 
Hemisphere. The Greeks were actually the first to speculate on this 

mythical continent which was later dubbed Terra Australis or 
southern lands. They believed that in order for the earth to be 
properly balanced there must be a land mass to the south to counter 
the weight of the Arctic, hence the Antarctic. In 1772, Alexander 
Dalrymple also speculated about the possibility of a vast southern 
continent larger than Asia with a population of 50 million. 1 

Cook's voyage had not actually proven the existence of a southern 
continent, indeed it would be another fifty years before that would 
happen and even then there would be controversy. However, 
Captain Cook's voyage was not completely without accomplishment, 

^eter J. Beck, The International Politics of Anarctica (New York: St. Martin's 

Press, 1986), 24. 
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because while circumnavigating the continent he proved that no such 
land mass existed north of 60-70 degrees south latitude. 2 Cook was 
so awed by his experience in these "unknown and icy seas" that he 
said "that no man will ever venture farther than I have done; and 
that the lands which may lie to the south will never be explored." 3 
Obviously, Cook was wrong, but at the time the idea of proceeding 
any further south was absolutely unfathomable given the technical 
expertise of the era. Further exploration of the region was delayed 
because of the ensuing political unrest in Europe during the next 

forty-five years. The French Revolution and the subsequent 
Napoleonic Wars proved to completely absorb the once abundant 
funds that had previously supported geographic exploration. 

In 1821 a Russian serving under Alexander I, Gottlieb von 

Bellingshausen, claimed to have found land south of the Antarctic 

Circle. One year prior to Bellingshausen's claim, Edward Bransfield, 
representing Great Britain, and the following year Nathaniel Palmer, 
from the United States, made similar claims. 4 As early as 1821 three 
nations had already begun to assert themselves in the Antarctic and 
by 1839 the Frenchman, Dumont D' Urville, had also joined in the 
exploration of the region. Although there were numerous 

2 F.M. Aubum, Antarctic Law and Politics (Bloomington, Ind.: Indiana 
University Press, 1982), 2. 

3 Beck, 24. 

4 Luis H. Mericq, Antarctica: Chile's Claim (Washington, D.C.: National Defense 
University, 1987), 7. 
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